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Abstract 
Many accounts explaining teachers’ lack of engagement with new technologies in 
their classrooms engage with discourses that blame their lack of time, expertise, or 
enthusiasm. In this paper I offer an alternative reading that provides a more agentic 
explanation. A rhizotextual analysis is undertaken that reveals the connections 
between teachers’ talk and the institutional and societal discourses that ascribe value 
and worth to particular approaches to using new technologies and their associated 
digital texts in literacy classrooms. These approaches involve a focus on the 
technical or operational skills required to use new technologies and the over-
emphasis of production work when engaging with digital texts. Taking up these 
discourses (im)plausibly constitutes teachers as experts and professionals, rather 
than the more common deficit construction of them as lacking in the skills, knowledge 
or even creativity required to engage in more meaningful and challenging ways with 
the literacy resources that young people require in the 21st Century. 
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Introduction 
Governments throughout the industrialized west are investing heavily in equipment 
and professional development related to using computers, the internet, and other 
new technological tools in classrooms. However there is growing concern that 
teachers are not engaging with these new technologies (Pearson & Somekh, 2006; 
Wilder & Dressman, 2006). Many of the explanations of the reasons for this lack of 
uptake focus on blaming teachers, using excuses such as the digital immigrant/native 
binary (Prensky, 2001), issues related to time and access (Holloway & Valentine, 
2003), even teachers’ ‘personalities’ (Kárpáti, Török, & Szirmai, 2007). In this paper, I 
provide a discursive analysis of teachers’ talk to present an alternative reading of 
their unwillingness to engage with digital texts in their classrooms. The analysis 
demonstrates the centrality of policy discourses in teachers’ talk, in that the view of 
integration of ICTs into classrooms that is taken up in policy documents becomes the 
logical and unquestioned view adopted by teachers. While this view seems to be 
eminently reasonable and educationally feasible, it is my contention that it is limiting 
and reproduces an “industrial mindset” (Lankshear & Knobel, 2007, p. 17) that 
impacts on teachers’ abilities to stimulate and facilitate the creative, intellectual, and 
critical uses of ICTs that our students will need in the 21st Century. The paper also 
outlines the close connections and linkages between discourses associated with the 
value and worth of particular types of literacy practices and the discourses adopted 
by teachers when they talk about using ICTs in their classrooms. In the current 
climate of demands for increased levels of testing to assess students’ performances 
on  tasks that reflect narrowing technical definitions of literacy, it is probably 
unsurprising that teachers have taken up a technical view of the uses of ICTs, where 
ICTs are tools “to be mastered at the level of operation”, rather than “processes to be 
developed” (Lankshear & Knobel, 2002, p. 188). Teachers’ adoption of these 
particular discourses however are not a reflection of compliance or submission, but 
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illustrate the complexity of teachers’ positions in relation to policy discourses, in that 
they can be seen as agentically positioning themselves as experts in using ICTs by 
taking up these narrow views of what counts in using ICTs in classrooms. 
 
The discursive context 
In this section I provide a brief account of the various polices related to literacy and 
new technologies operating in one very specific context, that of primary school 
education in Queensland, Australia. A similar mapping across policies affecting the 
teaching of English and literacy in any country would reveal similar complexities, 
contradictions and pressures on classroom teachers. For example in the USA the No 
Child Left Behind Act has resulted in the development of a raft of policies at the local, 
state and federal level that have had significant impact on teachers’ classroom 
practices (Luke and Woods, 2007). By providing a specific list of policies impacting 
on one small group of teachers I hope to illustrate the immediate and overwhelming 
affects of the proliferation of policy documents on teachers’ work. As Stephen Ball 
has recently pointed out: “Policy  discourses [...] organise their own specific 
rationalities, making particular sets of ideas obvious, common sense and ‘true’” (Ball, 
2008, p. 5). In the analysis that follows, I attempt to make the familiar strange, by 
illuminating how the current contextual discourses make some ideas about the nature 
of teaching literacy using new technologies appear to be reasonable and true to the 
extent that other more useful strategies appear to be invisible to classroom teachers. 
The analysis of teachers’ talk reveals the centrality of policy discourses in their work, 
or how these discourses are “inflected, mediated, resisted and misunderstood” (Ball, 
2008, p. 7) by teachers. In their taking up of these discourses, in this case, about the 
logic of adopting a technical or operational approach to using new technologies, and 
the focus on the production of digital texts in their classrooms, the teachers in this 
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study demonstrate both their agency and their submission to policy, and the inherent 
contradiction of subjection: 
The more a practice is mastered, the more fully subjection is 
achieved. Submission and mastery take place simultaneously, and 
this paradoxical simultaneity constitutes the ambivalence of 
subjection (Butler, 1997, p. 116). 
 
Contemporary literacy teachers are situated within a complex and contradictory 
variety of discourses about the kinds of literacies they should engage with in their 
classrooms. For example, institutional and societal discourses demand that teachers 
teach the ‘basic skills’ of reading and writing, while at the same time expect that they 
will engage with the ‘new’ literacies associated with digital technologies (Rowan & 
Honan, 2005). In many industrialized nations, competing versions of ‘what counts’ as 
literacy have been taken up in various policy documents, and it is taken for granted 
that teachers will be able to make daily pedagogical decisions based on these 
policies.  
 
In Queensland, Australia, primary school teachers are expected to follow curriculum 
guidelines established by the Queensland Studies Authority 
(http://www.qsa.qld.edu.au/). As well as the Years 1-10 English Syllabus, which at 
the time of writing is being re-written, each of the Key Learning Area’s Syllabus 
documents includes a section on ‘cross-curricular priorities’ including Literacy. Also, 
in 2006 the Department of Education, Training and the Arts released Literacy-the Key 
to Learning: Framework for Action 2006-2008 
(http://education.qld.gov.au/literacy/index.html) which outlines the key actions to be 
taken by the department to improve literacy outcomes. At the time of writing The 
Queensland Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Framework was being trialled 
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and this framework includes ‘essential learning’ statements about English 
(http://www.qsa.qld.edu.au/qcar/index.html). At a national level, The National Inquiry 
into the teaching of literacy released its report, Teaching Reading, in 2005 
(Department of Education, Science, and Training, 2005) and the  Commonwealth 
Government has introduced funding strategies that are dependent on schools 
undertaking literacy testing in Years 3, 5, 7 and 9. In 2008, a National Curriculum 
Board was formed and Initial Advice and Framing Papers for a National English 
Curriculum were released for consultation purposes 
(http://www.ncb.org.au/default.asp). 
 
These policy documents that specifically address the issues of literacy teaching and 
learning are interrelated with policies that have been introduced to encourage 
teachers to use new technologies in their classrooms. In Queensland, many of these 
ICT policies have been integrated together under the umbrella of the Smart 
Classrooms initiative (http://education.qld.gov.au/smartclassrooms/). Both implicitly 
and explicitly these policies explicate particular views of literacy, with the emphasis 
being on the use of computers, the internet, especially Web 2.0  applications such as 
blogs and wikis, and technological tools such as interactive whiteboards to enhance 
literacy performance. 
 
Of course these policy documents do not exist in isolation: they are developed within 
a context of societal discourses of anxiety and concern about the mythical ‘literacy 
crisis’ in our schools. Fuelled by media reporting that downplays international 
success in literacy testing, parents and the wider community express confusion and 
anxiety about students’ literacy performances in schools (Snyder, 2008; see also 
Australian Association for the Teaching of English (2007) for a series of incisive 
responses to this media commentary). The business community blame schools for 
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their employees’ lack of spelling and punctuation skills, the literary and publishing 
community attack schools for the lack of interest in ‘quality literature’, and literature 
departments at universities complain that the canonical works of English are not 
taught in schools. At the same time the Dusseldorf Skills Forum (2005) alert Australia 
to the need for a post-industrial workforce, environmental lobby groups remind us 
that the Australian economy has been overreliant on finite resources, and economic 
analysts predict that the skills needed in 21st Century jobs will be those of creative 
thinking, problem solving and personal collaboration (Gee, Hull and Lankshear, 
1996), currently being learned by young people through their engagement with 
videogaming and digital social networking cultures rather than through schools (Gee, 
2003). 
 
In this paper, I attempt to follow teachers as they make their own sense of these 
policies and the complex interactions between those discourses used in policy 
documents, in popular media accounts of literacy and new technologies, and their 
own classroom practices. The analytic framework used illuminates how one particular 
group of teachers manage to make their own sense of some of the contradictions in 
these discourses, while at the same time appearing to be compliant to the 
rationalities of the policies. 
 
The analytic framework 
A Deleuzean philosophical framework applied within educational research contexts 
(Semetsky, 2004) has been used to develop the methodology for this study. 
Specifically, following Deleuze and Guattari’s explanations of rhizomatics (1987), a 
rhizotextual analysis (author 2007a) treats discourses as intersecting and 
overlapping, rather than linear or operating in planes. Within and across any one text, 
discursive lines can be mapped, following pathways, identifying intersections and 
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connections, finding the moments when an assemblage of discursive lines merge to 
make plausible and reasoned sense to the reader. Any one discursive pathway does 
not render another (im)plausible. St.Pierre (2000, p.279) explains that this goes 
beyond the layering of a palimpsest that relentlessly overwrites, but rather lines of 
flight are always in the middle, in flux, “disrupt[ing] dualisms with complementarity”. 
Each discourse interweaves and interconnects with others forming a discursive web 
or map. In keeping with Deleuze and Guattari, each text’s complex web~map also 
connects with other texts, so that forms of discourse taken up within one text can be 
mapped across and into other texts. This kind of analysis reveals that there are lines 
of flight that connect discourses to each other through linkages that are 
commonalities and taken-for-granted assumptions that seem reasonable and 
unquestionable. These discursive linkages are like the lumpy nodes that can appear 
within a rhizomatic root system, or like the couplings that connect varied systems of 
pipes in underground water systems and it is these linkages that can explain the 
plausibility of seemingly contradictory discourses. 
 
Using this analytic framework with the data collected in one study around the use of 
digital texts in classrooms provided some explanation for teachers’ uses of particular 
classroom practices. I was able to map the discursive threads in their talk through, 
into, and across policy texts that use discourses that construct ICT use in classrooms 
as either the mastery of technical tools, and/or the production of stand-alone texts 
such as powerpoint presentations. This mapping helped to illustrate the 
pervasiveness of these discourses and provides some insight into reasons why 
teachers engage with these particular discursive explanations of literacy and new 
technologies.  
 
The study 
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This study was one of a series undertaken where I work with teachers as co-
researchers (author, 2004, 2007b), who critically reflect on their own practices 
(Kincheloe, 2003). At the time of the study, two teachers were teaching Year 2 
classes, one a Year 3 class, and the other a Year 3/4 class. They worked in a small 
Catholic systemic primary school in a suburb of Brisbane, Australia. The teachers are 
identified by their chosen pseudonyms. Anne and Lily were the Year 2 teachers, both 
of similar ages (mid 30s), with Anne having recently returned to teaching after 
maternity leave. Charlie, the Year 3 teacher, was a graduate in her second year of 
teaching and Austin, the Year 3/4 teacher had initially trained as an English/Drama 
secondary teacher but had recently moved into primary teaching. 
 
In this study, the topic of investigation was the use of digital texts in literacy teaching. 
The methodological principles adhered to include the payment for classroom release 
so teachers can spend adequate amounts of time on the research focus; and the 
development of a collegial relationship that  is not part of the usual expert/novice 
binary (Grundy, Robison, & Tomazos, 2001). In this project the teachers were 
released from classrooms for five full day meetings over a period of three months in 
2006. These meetings involved discussions, arguments and reflections on teachers’ 
current and possible teaching practices involving digital texts in literacy lessons. 
Between each of the full day meetings, teachers worked in their own classrooms to 
collect data and trial new strategies. They collected data about their own and their 
students’ knowledge and capabilities in using digital texts, and they developed and 
trialled new classroom practices that included developing an understanding of 
literacy practices as socially constructed (Barton, 1994) and that the resources 
needed to engage in literacy practices with digital texts were not confined to 
codebreaking or operational skills, but also included the cultural resources 
associated with using texts functionally and interpreting texts meaningfully and the 
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critical resources associated with being a text analyst (Freebody and Luke, 2003; 
Durrant and Green, 2000). 
 
The data analysed for this paper were transcriptions of the discussions during the full 
day meetings, where the teachers reported on their attempts to introduce these 
changes into their classroom practices. These discussions were at times heated and 
argumentative, as the teachers’ assumptions and unquestioned positions on issues 
related to using ICTs and teaching of literacy were challenged and interrogated 
through questions posed by myself and each other, through readings I made 
available to them, and importantly, by the evidence provided through the data they 
collected themselves in their own classrooms.  
 
Even during the discussions it became increasingly evident that the teachers 
struggled with contradictory discourses related to teaching literacy and using ICTs. 
Again and again they reported that their attempts to engage with cultural or critical 
literacy practices when using ICTs in their classrooms were frustrated or stymied by 
factors as varied as resourcing, time allocations, parental attitudes, their own lack of 
skills or knowledge in using ICTs, and the actual physical space of a contemporary 
classroom. My analysis of this talk draws on a particular view of teachers and their 
professionalism that prevented me from accepting that these were excuses, or some 
evidence of their unwillingness to change. Rather I wanted to understand how 
agentic and professional teachers who were interested in changing their literacy 
teaching and methods for engaging with digital texts in their classrooms could appear 
to be so unwilling. Understanding their relationship to policy discourses and 
understanding the conflicting and contrary nature of subjection as explained by Judith 
Butler allowed me to provide some account of the prevalence of particular discourses 
used in their talk, the connections between these discourses and those used in policy 
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documents, and the apparent rationality associated with using these discourses, so 
that any other way of talking about literacy or using digital texts became impossible 
or unreasonable. Part of the analysis involved mapping these discourses from the 
teachers’ talk into other “circulating texts” (Ball, 1994) such as policy documents, web 
pages about current departmental initiatives, and texts explaining professional 
development offered to teachers using ICTs. This analysis revealed the discursive 
connections between policy and practice, in that the discourses that are privileged 
within policy documents are those that are taken up and used by teachers as they 
talk about their work with digital texts. Tracing the lines of flight between the policy 
texts and the teachers’ talk made visible the normative value associated with 
operational and technical work as well as the taken-for-granted importance of 
production work with digital texts.  
 
Operational work 
In the policy documents previously described in this paper the normative view of 
using ICTs in classrooms is that a technical or operational approach is of paramount 
importance. An operational approach to using ICTs in classrooms focuses on the 
technical skills required to operate the system, software or particular technology 
(Lankshear, Snyder, & Green, 2000). These skills, while of course necessary, are not 
sufficient to equip students with the critical and creative abilities needed to engage 
fully with new technologies in the 21st Century. A three dimensional model of the 
relationship between literacies and new technologies, originally developed as part of 
a major Australian research project (Bigum et al, 1997) and further expanded by 
members of that research team (Lankshear, Snyder & Green, 2000; Durrant and 
Green, 2000) emphasises the cultural and critical resources required to engage in 
purposeful and meaningful work with digital texts.  
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However, in policy documents reviewed for this study, computers, software, and 
other new technologies are seen as new sets of tools that follow in a long line of 
educational technologies, including everything from overhead projectors to the age-
old tools of pencil or chalk, book, paper or slate. The assumption is that “knowing the 
technology is the first step in the process of using it effectively” (Sandholtz and Reilly, 
2004, p 488). This assumption infiltrates advice about everything from the delivery of 
professional development opportunities that offer advanced and beginners courses 
for teachers on Adobe Photoshop and Dreamweaver 
(http://www.learningplace.com.au/deliver/content.asp?pid=7669), to the ‘essential 
learnings’ students need within the ‘cross-curricular’ priority of ICTs included as part 
of QCAR, where it is stated that, “Applying ICTs as a tool for learning assists 
students to become competent, discriminating, creative and productive users of 
ICTs” (http://www.qsa.qld.edu.au/assessment/3160.html). 
 
It is not surprising then that when teachers talked about their uses of new 
technologies in their classrooms they often focused on this operational work. For 
example here is Anne explaining how her students use digital texts in her classroom: 
 
ANNE: they’re being asked to type, select different fonts, forward a clip 
art sort of thing, open and close files to get their work. So it’s keyboard 
slash handwriting and they’re doing keyboard skills to familiarise 
themselves with where the keys are and the functions and then they have 
to save that work into their own folder. 
Note here that Anne is talking about how she engages with digital texts in her literacy 
classroom. Yet the discourses that she uses are more associated with the technical 
operation of a computer and certain software than with the literacy skills students 
require to actually create text. Her students type, keyboard, open and close files, 
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save their work, but there is no mention of the kind of writing they are producing, in 
terms of genre, audience, purpose at a text level, or even any indication that her 
students are learning about the construction of text at a sentence level. 
 
This is only a small excerpt of transcript but it illustrates the nature of the general talk 
among the teachers about their uses of ICTs in their classrooms. Logging on, finding 
favourites, knowing what www stands for, finding the ‘e’ icon (for Internet Explorer 
Browser), importing pictures, using a digital camera are all examples of specific tasks 
set for their students in literacy lessons. Here is Lily explaining how she uses 
computer games as part of her literacy lessons. In her classroom students engage 
with learning activities on a rotational basis, and she has incorporated a computer 
and a variety of educational games as one of those activities. Yet note here that in 
explaining the nature of this activity, the language used is again a technical 
description of the skills needed to use a computer rather than any kind of description 
of the literacy learning occurring: 
 
LILY: So in order to play the games the children have to be able to turn 
the computer on, log on as a year 2 student, and navigate the desktop in 
order to find the game or the internet whatever they’re doing. If playing 
the game from the server, the children log into the game using their 
username and password - … some of the games require to know who 
you are. And not all of them do that. And if using games on the internet 
the children must find the game in the favourites section. 
The development of this technical awareness among young children is a valuable 
focus for learning experiences, however, I would argue that it should not replace the 
development of literacy awareness and capabilities. Yet it is entirely reasonable that 
teachers such as Lily emphasise these operational skills, especially when the 
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emphasis echoes the policies and professional development texts they depend upon 
for new ideas and approaches.  
 
One illustration of the centrality of discourses related to operational skills in the 
teachers’ talk was their continued emphasis on these skills throughout the research 
project. Even though by the end of the study the teachers had developed a richer and 
broader understanding of the affordances for literacy learning provided by digital 
texts, they still took up operational discourses when talking about their future and 
imagined uses of ICTs in their classrooms. For example, they continued to 
emphasise the view that computers are another tool to use, saying: 
E: Pedagogy is important here – aren’t we talking about the teaching not 
the tool the computer 
Lily: but the tool still comes into it because without the tool you can’t. 
 
Lily: What I’m saying is there is a limited amount of time. 
Anne: it’s more time efficient to use a tool you’re familiar with 
 
Lily: But I think that’s why I maybe don’t use it as much or other types – 
use the fastest most efficient tools to get what you need to get done. 
 
This overemphasis on operational skills, including a view of computers as tools and 
the need to teach students to develop a technical awareness of ICTs, can be 
critiqued using a number of different lenses applied currently to teachers’ uses of 
ICTs in their classrooms. As I have noted earlier, these criticisms usually infer some 
implicit criticism of the teachers themselves and recommendations often involve 
further professional development (see for example, Ladbrook, 2009). By tracing 
these operational discourses across the teachers talk and into the professional texts 
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they engage with regularly, I provide an alternative view of these teachers, as 
professionals who are practically implementing the advice provided to them. This 
view focuses on the teachers’ mastery of these discourses, and highlights their status 
as experts who use these discourses in professional and experienced ways. The 
importance of policy cannot be overstated, and indeed one of the teachers in this 
study pointed to this herself: 
Lily: there’s a lot of pressure, it comes back to the pressure from out there 
of well why are you wasting time. You say that you’ve only got this much 
time to get all through this stuff why are you wasting time. Why aren’t you 
getting all these things done that you say you don’t have enough time to 
do. 
(someone else).. But as a teacher 
I know teachers don’t. But 
Well who does? 
I feel that, well what we were saying before.  government policies and 
media and parents and I don’t know why they have such a huge impact 
on me but they do. I think it’s because I care, I really care what other 
people think. And that’s something that gets me into a lot of trouble 
sometimes 
 
The prevalence of the operational discourses also is implicated in the teachers’ talk 
that separates students’ daily engagements with new technologies from the work 
they do in schools. For example, when discussing the results of an activity where her 
students shared their knowledge and usage of digital technologies outside of school, 
Lily commented:  
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LILY: So I was overall pretty impressed with what they can do. But I 
thought it was very different type of technology that they’re using at home 
and what we’re using at school. 
There is little recognition here of the advantages that familiarity with one 
technology can bring to learning about a new one. Unfortunately there is also 
an echo of the deficit discourses used to describe home literacy skills and 
practices as inferior to those practised in school (e.g. Comber & Kamler, 2004; 
Freebody et al, 1995). If this home-based learning, whether in literacy or in 
technology, is inferior, then it can be assumed that students come to school as 
blank slates, with another educational echo of the mind as a tabula rasa. One 
result of this view is that students are often doomed to be taught, over and over 
again, how to turn the computer on, how to save files, and how to locate icons 
on a desktop. Here Lily talks about her (Year 2) students’ lack of operational 
expertise but then Austin also says his (Year 3 /4) students are not confident in 
their operational skills. 
LILY: I’ve got year 2s and some of them aren’t very familiar with using a 
computer, we did the whole how do I get onto the internet to start with, so 
we turn the computer on, so can you find the icon ok which one, e, and 
what does the e stand for?  
AUSTIN: I’ve got a 3\4 class and I could be wrong but definitely I think the 
Year 4 students are a lot more confident with digital technologies in 
general so the capacity to extend them and involve them in a lot more of 
the other areas is possible. I don’t get the same feeling about the Year 3s.  
Rather than seeing this repetitive approach as “defensive pedagogy” (Garrison and 
Bromley, 2004) or as an illustration of poor teaching expertise, an alternative reading 
positions teachers in a much more agentic relationship to the discourses that they 
use. These teachers know that accountability measures in place in relation to literacy 
Honan, E (2010) Mapping discourses in teachers’ talk about using digital texts in 
classrooms, Discourse:  Studies in the Cultural Politics of Education, accepted for 
publication 30/04/09 
 
 16 
learning, including nationwide standardised testing, emphasise the skills required to 
‘break the code’ (Freebody and Luke, 2003) of texts, and they also know that the 
operational skills being learned by their students are as easily identified, measured, 
and assessed as these literacy skills. In a climate where this codebreaking is seen to 
be of paramount value in classrooms, it is no wonder that teachers emphasise this 
area in their teaching surrounding new technologies. 
 
When these teachers do move beyond these operational skills in their pedagogical 
approaches to using new technologies, they plan activities that involve their students 
in the production of digital texts. In the next section of this paper, I examine the 
connections between this production work and the discourses about exemplary uses 
of new technologies in classrooms. 
 
Production work with digital texts 
The Catholic Education Archdiocese of Brisbane publishes a regular curriculum 
newsletter, Curriculum Matters. A recent issue was devoted to ”Learning in the 21st 
Century”, (2007) and included many illustrations and narratives describing teachers’ 
uses of new technologies in their classrooms. Some examples include teachers 
asking their students “to create a persuasive webpage focusing on recycling mobile 
phones”, students making “audio podcasts focusing on the things people can do, in 
their chosen state”, early years students blogging “as a way of sharing their learning 
– initially with their parents and each other”; and “students from over a dozen 
different countries working together to share stories, compose music, make movies 
and hold video conferences” (Catholic Education Archdiocese of Brisbane, 2007). 
 
These are innovative and engaging activities and, in the article, teachers describe 
their successes in these attempts to integrate new technologies into their 
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classrooms. The activities seem to take into account students’ engagements with 
digital texts in their daily lives, and are all based on sound research about what 
‘works’ in classrooms (e.g. Green & Hannon, 2007). Yet they are also examples of an 
over-emphasis on the production of digital texts, that I believe impacts on the 
‘average’ teacher’s willingness to engage with new technologies in their daily 
practices.  
 
Discursive accounts within policy and curriculum documents that privilege production 
also can allow plausible readings of teachers’ emphases on using digital texts as the 
final outcome of a unit of work, rather than texts to be used in their daily teaching. 
These final outcomes may be part of a “rich task” approach (Department of 
Education Queensland, 2000) that is frequently associated with some kind of 
performance or presentation, to a school community or a wider audience. For 
example, the recent SmartClassrooms initiative (http://education.qld.gov. 
au/smartclassrooms/) in Queensland recommends samples of this work to be 
included in a teacher’s digital portfolio to be submitted as part of gaining an ‘‘ICT 
Pedagogical Licence’’. 
 
This discourse, about the production of digital texts as exemplary practice, constructs 
a view of the use of new technologies as an ‘add-on’ rather than integral to teachers’ 
daily practices. Over and over again, teachers are provided with illustrations of these 
kinds of tasks as examples of using digital technologies in their classrooms  (see 
lesson plans and unit ideas on sites such as the Teacher Resource Exchange 
http://tre.ngfl.gov.uk/server.php; English Online at 
http://english.unitecnology.ac.nz/resources/units/years9-10.html; and Making 
Connections http://mconn.doe.state.la.us/index.php). The emphasis is on the use of 
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digital texts as an outcome, a final product, and especially as an assessment item 
(Hicks et al, 2007). 
 
The focus in professional development opportunities for teachers on production work 
can be traced to the prevalence of an “industrial mindset” (Lankshear & Knobel, 
2007, pp. 16-17), a carry-over from a 19th Century view of work, and of the purposes 
for education, that infiltrates teachers’ work around 21st Century texts and 
technologies. The texts produced are static objects, artefacts to be used rather than 
interacted with, to be displayed as evidence, rather than engaged with, as in 
contemporary interactions in ‘real life’ of Web 2.0 applications. 
 
Not surprisingly then, using the lens of viewing teachers as professionals, in the 
teachers’ talk in my study, it is apparent that they have taken up this discourse about 
exemplary practice. For example, here is Lily talking about the work she has done in 
her classroom: 
LILY: We’ve done a lot of digital technology. The kids have made 
PowerPoints and PhotoStories and taken photos with a digital camera 
and there’s all of this stuff going on.  
In all the teachers’ classrooms at the time of this study, the focus for any use of 
digital technologies was on the production of a final product that could then be 
shared with parents and the wider school community. In three of the four classrooms 
this product was a PowerPoint presentation. The construction of these presentations 
was used often in the teachers’ talk as an illustration of their work with digital texts, 
especially in terms of the difficulties and problems encountered. So for example here 
is Lily complaining about the extraordinary amount of time she has devoted to these 
presentations: 
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LILY: I mean it just takes so much time. It really has taken an enormous 
amount of time. So I think that’s why and it’s not that I don’t use it, 
because I do. Because I think it’s important. But I think that’s why I maybe 
don’t use it as much 
Time constraints have often been used in reports on the barriers to integrating new 
technologies into classroom practice (Bigum et al, 1997; Hew & Brush, 2007; 
Holloway & Valentine, 2003). In their talk, the teachers in my study made constant 
and clear connections between these time constraints and the work involved in 
students completing these kinds of final products that are seen as an extra task 
rather than integral to their daily literacy activities.  
 
Indeed the only connection between literacy teaching and learning and the use of 
new technologies is the drafting, planning and writing of a print-based text that is then 
transferred into a digital space. Here is Charlie explaining this process: 
CHARLIE: Yes so if they were for example doing a PowerPoint 
presentation I was focusing on them being able to create a PowerPoint. 
So they will be creating a text, but I wanted them to become familiar with 
the program and being able to do it independently because what they’re 
doing now is writing a comic. And that’s what I’ve done a lot of, just a lot 
of producing. The focus being the production part. 
The focus on production of digital texts, especially the ubiquitous emphasis on 
creation of PowerPoint presentations, and even the popular exercise of devoting part 
of a school’s webpage to ‘student work’ encourages teachers to think of digital texts 
as the publication of print-based texts in digital spaces. Of course this has been a 
popular view of digital texts for some years, with the only difference being that, 
instead of using word processing software, teachers are now using PowerPoint, web 
pages, even school blogs. This means that students never get to engage with the 
Honan, E (2010) Mapping discourses in teachers’ talk about using digital texts in 
classrooms, Discourse:  Studies in the Cultural Politics of Education, accepted for 
publication 30/04/09 
 
 20 
particular literacy skills needed to produce a digital text, and this also means that 
teachers often end up being disappointed with the final product. 
 
For example, Lily wanted to use the digital text of the PowerPoint cartoon strip, to 
assess an outcome from the English syllabus. The students had constructed drafts of 
their cartoon strips using paper and pencil, and the literacy teaching and learning had 
occurred around this drafting process. When the students moved these texts into the 
digital space of a PowerPoint presentation though they focused on the technical 
aspects of using the software: 
LILY: And they had it, all the different aspects of what the PowerPoint 
presentation needed, … they inserted all the photos, they’d used the speech 
bubbles and they’d moved and made different sizes of them to put them in the 
right spot for the slide. But they didn’t get the outcome that I wanted which was 
also being able to understand how to write a cartoon strip. Because in the speech 
bubbles they have, God said to Noah, build me an ark. And there was no 
punctuation and you know… 
If this production of digital texts takes so much time and cannot be used to measure 
literacy outcomes, then it would not be unreasonable to question why teachers 
persist in completing these kinds of tasks. It is my contention that this persistence 
can be at least partially attributed to the discourses in policy documents and other 
professional texts that rate these tasks as highly valuable and exemplary. As 
professional teachers who are enthusiastic and interested in using digital texts in 
their classrooms, they take up these discourses, and then struggle to understand 
why they are still dissatisfied. 
 
Mapping the production discourse through and across policy, curriculum and 
professional exchange forums makes clear that following this discursive path allows 
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teachers to constitute themselves as expert users of new technologies. At the same 
time this pathway appears to be a narrow track that precludes teachers’ engagement 
with alternative approaches to using digital texts.  
 
Teachers’ work 
In this paper I have attempted to illustrate the results of mapping linkages between 
and across discursive systems operating in policy and professional texts and in 
teachers’ talk as they discuss the use of digital texts in their classrooms. I have 
outlined the teachers’ use of two particular discourses, those associated with 
operational work and those associated with the production of digital texts. The 
complex interrelationship and links between these discourses are however de-
emphasised through dealing with each separately as I have done so far. Mapping the 
connections reveals the commonalities that contribute to teachers’ reasonable yet 
contradictory and puzzling usage of these discourses. 
 
Associated with this emphasis on teachers’ skills and technical knowledge is the 
application of these skills towards projects and activities that are complete in 
themselves – that is, that are stand-alone, and removed from the daily activities of a 
literacy classroom. The seamless integration of digital technologies of all kinds into 
young people’s lives outside of school is in stark contrast to this isolationist approach 
found in many classrooms. This is an illustration of the complexity of discursive 
systems that enable teachers to produce seemingly reasonable and plausible 
responses to inherently contradictory and conflicting situations. In recent years 
approaches to the teaching and learning of literacy and English have incorporated 
contemporary understandings related to the relationship of home and school 
practices (Heath, 1983), as well as the advantages of integrating themes, content 
and learning outcomes within a crowded curriculum. Yet teachers engage with 
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operational and production discourses that contradict these emphases while at the 
same time position them as expert users of ICTs.  
 
It would seem that in order to be constituted as an expert user of new technologies, 
teachers must follow the wider discursive pathways provided by operational and 
production discourses through the rhizome of policy and curriculum documents. As I 
referred to earlier, a rhizomatic understanding of discursive systems points to the 
linkages and connections within and across each system rather than reading the 
discourses as operating in layers. It is not that dominant discourses cover over other 
more radical or less popular discourses, but more that the wider pathways of 
privileged discursive approaches seem to be easier to traverse (why take a rocky 
steep trail when the flat smooth blacktop highway appears so attractive?).  
 
Following these lines of flight also leads to connections to dominant discourses about 
the “good” teacher who is not only “competent craftsperson” (Moore, 2004) but also 
one who is submissive to authoritative discourses (Larson & Phillips, 2005). The 
most overt illustration within contemporary contexts of this construction of teachers 
as compliant and subservient is the policies and practices associated with the No 
Child Left Behind Act in the United States of America (U.S. Department of Education, 
2003). The dominance of this construction means that even quite small, seemingly 
inconsequential acts of resistance or non-compliance can appear to be heroic and 
radical acts of agency (author, 2006).  In this study such a moment of agency was 
expressed by Austin when he spoke of his new use of the English syllabus:  
AUSTIN: I think if you go to the syllabus documents . . . You can do all 
of those things using digital texts without making it an addon. If you see 
digital texts as any other, you treat digital texts the way you would treat 
any other texts, so if I had to go and teach sentence construction, 
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instead of picking up a novel or something like that, I can pick up 
something else like a digital text and do the exact same thing with it and 
that’s normal part of my everyday practice. I haven’t had to go and do 
any extra hours preparing that. 
Here, Austin resists following the dominant discursive pathways that privilege the 
production of texts. Once again pointing to the complexity of the pattern of discourses 
that are implicated in teachers’ work is a reading of his comments that position Austin 
as compliant in that he uses the English syllabus policy document as his authoritative 
referent. An alternative reading positions him as one who can take the rocky path, 
even only momentarily stumbling upon it before veering back to the safety of the 
main road, as he imagines for himself the possibility of engaging in practices that are 
not popular, or highly visible in terms of positioning himself as an expert user of ICTs. 
 
Conclusion 
This paper is a contribution to the use of Deleuzean theories in educational contexts 
through using an analytic framework that partially and tentatively responds to 
Deleuze’s question: so how does it work? (Buchanan, 2000). Undertaking a 
discursive analysis that reveals the connections between quite contradictory 
discourses as well as the paths that connect teachers talk with curriculum and policy 
documents offers an agentic reading of teachers’ work. Part of this work involves 
taking up discourses that at first glance position them as compliant and subservient, 
but can be understood also as positioning them as experts and ‘competent’ or ‘good’ 
teachers. This analysis therefore provides some insights into the reasons for 
teachers’ choices and decisions that they make as they engage with new 
technologies in their classrooms. Taking up particular dominant discourses that 
operate within institutional and societal contexts about the worth and value of 
particular kinds of work using digital texts in schools (im)plausibly constitutes 
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teachers as experts and professionals, rather than the more common deficit 
construction of them as lacking in the skills, knowledge or even creativity required to 
engage in more meaningful and challenging ways with the literacy resources that 
young people require in the 21st Century. 
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